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      A sacrifice she didn’t choose.

      A love he didn’t expect.

      A secret that could destroy them all.

      Charlotte “Charlie” Beaumont is a pawn in a high-stakes supernatural game. To secure a strategic union for the Werewolf Alliance, her parents have arranged for her to mate with Steve Leon, the unhinged and violent heir to the Leon Pack. Refusing to be a sacrificial lamb, Charlotte flees to San Francisco, hoping to find refuge with her brothers Jude and Austin.

      When she’s assaulted after leaving a bar, Byron Gallagher comes to her aid. The attraction is instant, explosive, and strictly “no strings attached”—or so they think. The second son of the deposed Gallagher Alpha, Byron, is nursing a grudge against Charlotte’s brother for exiling his father, killing his brother, and snubbing his sister. When he discovers his mystery woman is actually a Beaumont, he wonders whether their encounter was a setup meant to subdue him and accept Jude as his new alpha.

      But the game changes when the Leon Pack tracks Charlotte down, bringing with them a deadly ultimatum and a dark secret that could ruin her family. Steve Leon is more than just a bad match; he’s a monster from the past who will stop at nothing to claim what he was promised.

      As betrayal and desire collide, Byron must decide if his thirst for vengeance is stronger than his growing love for Charlotte. To save her from a life of abuse, he will have to risk everything—his life, his pack, and his soul—to take down the Leons once and for all.

      In the Werewolf Alliance, loyalty is everything, but love might be the most dangerous secret of all.
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      “You can’t be serious!”

      In disbelief, Charlotte stared at her parents, James and Maggie Beaumont. They were in her parents’ room in a luxury hotel in San Bernardino. They’d arrived the previous day to visit a werewolf pack at the edge of the San Bernardino National Forest. She’d been under the assumption that this visit was meant to get to know the pack better and evaluate if the Werewolf Alliance should make them an ally. Her father, an elder in the Werewolf Alliance, often made such trips, and she’d agreed to accompany him and her mother, thinking he intended to groom her to rise in the ranks of the Werewolf Alliance and take on a more active leadership role. After all, her brother Jude was doing just that: leading a pack that was once on the wrong path.

      “I thought you knew what this visit was about,” her father said.

      Charlotte shook her head, then looked at her mother for support. “Mom, you can’t let him do that!”

      “I’m sorry, darling,” her mother replied, her voice gentle yet unwavering. “You always knew that this would be your destiny.”

      “My destiny? To mate with a man who gives me the creeps?”

      “Don’t exaggerate,” her father interrupted. “Steve Leon is a perfectly fine young man. And as the alpha’s son, mating with him will give you a high status in the pack. Any woman in your situation would jump at this opportunity!”

      “Then let them!” she shot back. “I’m not interested.”

      “It’s not up to you. You’ve turned down other matches before. Frankly, I’ve had enough of your fickleness. It’s time you had a firm hand to guide you.”

      “A firm hand?” She pointed toward the window in the direction of the Leon pack’s estate. “A firm hand that will beat me daily? Is that what you had in mind, Dad?”

      “Just because you don’t know him yet, doesn’t mean he’ll beat you. You’re just making wild accusations. Your mother and I have raised you better than that.”

      Yes, they’d raised her. Not to cower but to stand up for herself. And what they hadn’t taught her, she’d learned from her two older brothers, Jude and Austin. She trusted in this knowledge now.

      Steve Leon’s handshake alone had sent an uneasy feeling through her body and made the hairs on the back of her neck rise in alert. She couldn’t put her finger on it—it was a gut feeling—but she knew that the man the Werewolf Alliance had chosen as her mate was bad to the core. The way he’d looked at her as if inspecting a piece of meat had only cemented her assessment of him. Clearly, her parents hadn’t picked up on the vibes he gave off—or they didn’t want to see it, because the pack that they wanted to bring under the Alliance’s umbrella would give them access to important resources and more manpower.

      “Dad, please, listen to me,” she said with a calmness she didn’t feel. Maybe he would relent if she employed a gentler tone, a beseeching one that she’d used when she was younger. “Do you really want your only daughter to live so far away from you? Mated to a man you know nothing about? If I needed your help, you’d be too far away to help me.”

      “I know what you’re doing,” he said in the same stern voice as before. “You’re not a teenager anymore. In fact, at twenty-nine, you should have already given us a litter of pups, but no, you wanted to hold out for the right man.”

      The last words were spoken as if he’d put them in quotation marks.

      “But—”

      “I’m afraid, Charlotte,” he cut her off, “there’s no right man for you, because whenever someone comes close to meeting all your conditions, you move the goal post farther out. As if you didn’t want to get mated at all.”

      He wasn’t too far off with his assumption. “I want to get mated, but out of love, not duty.”

      “That’s not in the cards. As an elder, I would be a horrible example if my only daughter refused to mate with a man the Alliance chose for her.”

      “Oh, so it’s all about your status?” She scoffed. “But Jude was allowed to mate for love! Nobody pressured him!”

      Her father’s face turned beet-red. “Jude acted against all the rules. I haven’t forgiven him for that yet.”

      “Yet neither you nor the Alliance forced him to perform a blood ritual to reverse his mating to Danielle.”

      “You know exactly why we couldn’t demand that. When it turned out that Danielle was indeed the alpha’s daughter, albeit illegitimate, our hands were tied.”

      “So you figured since you couldn’t impose your will on Jude, you’re gonna do it with me. Thanks, Dad, that’s mighty grand of you!”

      He grabbed her by the upper arm, his claws digging into her flesh, but she barely felt it. The adrenaline in her body pushed away any feeling of pain. Besides, as a werewolf, she had a high tolerance for physical pain. When it came to emotional pain, however, she was just as vulnerable as a human female.

      “Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady! Because the more you protest, the more I recognize the need to hand you over to a man who’ll keep you in line.”

      She lifted her chin in defiance, pinning him with a glare. “Does that include regular beatings?”

      “Charlotte,” her mother interrupted. “Your father only means well.”

      She turned her face to look at her mother. She couldn’t expect any help from her. She was loyal to her mate. Her mate had always come first, her children second.

      “Is that what he did to you when you were mated to him against your will?”

      There, she’d finally said it. She’d always known that her parents’ marriage had been arranged by the Alliance. But she’d never thought she would have to use that knowledge against them.

      “Charlotte,” her father growled dangerously, his irises suddenly showing a yellow ring around them as a warning that the wolf inside him was ready to emerge.

      “James, don’t,” her mother said, lifting her hand to stop him. “I was young and didn’t know what was good for me. It’s true, I didn’t know your father, and at first, I rebelled against the mating. But in the end, he was the right man for me. Love isn’t something that hits you like a freight train, but rather like a flower that blooms under the right conditions. It’s slow, it’s gentle, and it grows with time.”

      She saw her parents exchange a loving glance. She had to try another approach to make her parents understand that while their arranged mating had turned out well, she was certain that a union with Steve Leon wouldn’t end well.

      “I know it worked for you, because you’re both good people,” she started. “But not everybody is a good person. All I ask is for you not make a hasty decision that we can’t reverse. The Leon pack might have the resources the Alliance wants⁠—”

      “Enough!” her father interrupted. “You don’t know why we wish for a union with the Leons. It’s of no importance to you.”

      “So I’m just a pawn in your game,” she replied, bitterness rising in her chest. There was no convincing her father once he’d made up his mind. It was a waste to even try.

      Afraid she would lose her composure, she turned toward the door and made a couple of steps before her father’s booming voice filled the room again.

      “Tomorrow, the deal will be finalized.”

      Not if she could help it. But instead of wasting her breath on another plea, she simply said, “I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”

      She opened the door.

      “After a good night’s rest, you’ll see it’s all for the best,” her mother coaxed in a gentle tone. “Good night, sweetheart.”

      She barely managed to get a Good night over her lips before she left the room and let the door fall shut behind her. Her own room was several doors farther down on the same corridor. With a determined gait, she walked to it, tapped her keycard on the lock, and opened the door. By the time the door clicked shut behind her, she’d made her decision. She wouldn’t let her parents and the Werewolf Alliance decide her life for her.

      She placed her small suitcase onto the bed and tossed all her belongings into it, before zipping it up and casting another look around the room to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. At the door, she snatched the Do-not-disturb sign, opened the door, and exited. She hung the sign on the door handle, then walked toward the elevators. The sounds of her footsteps and the wheels of her suitcase were swallowed by the thick carpet.

      By the time her parents realized that she wasn’t in her room, she would be far away. What exactly she would do now, she wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but what she knew with absolute certainty was that Steve Leon would never lay a hand on her.
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      On his way out of Jude’s office, Byron slammed the door shut. Fuming, he snatched his jacket from a hook near the entrance door. Why Jude asked for his advice in business matters when he had no intention of following it was beyond him. Every time his new alpha, the very man who’d killed his brother Cameron, exiled his father, and humiliated his sister, Eve, by choosing to mate with Danielle, the lowest-ranked female of the pack, met with him to discuss pack business, they butted heads.

      It didn’t matter that it turned out that Danielle was actually his half-sister, a bastard his philandering father had sired. He tolerated her but felt no brotherly love for her. When it came to Jude, his feelings were much more pronounced: he despised him. For the past ten weeks, Jude had been ruling the Gallagher pack by authority of the Werewolf Alliance, and more and more pack members seemed to succumb to Jude’s smooth-talking and accept him as their alpha.

      Byron pulled the heavy oak door open and stepped outside when he heard rapid footsteps approaching from behind. He didn’t stop, not even curious who entered the large foyer. All he wanted was to leave the house tonight and forget about all his problems.

      Before the door closed behind him, somebody called out to him.

      “Byron!”

      It was Flora, his aunt, and after Jude, the last person he wanted to speak to right now. He ignored her and took a couple of steps. The motion-sensor-activated light above the door suddenly illuminated him. It was part of the estate’s security system, a network of cameras at various points around the perimeter of the main house and the surrounding woods and grassy areas, to make sure nobody who was unauthorized was able to approach or enter unseen. A whole lot of good that had done them when a nest of vampires had attacked two and a half months earlier. Apparently, they’d been able to hack into their system and disable the cameras. Spencer, his cousin who was responsible for security, had been blindsided. According to him and Francisco, the Werewolf Alliance member who now shadowed Spencer on all security-related matters, the flaws in the system had been corrected, and the network was now ironclad.

      “Byron!”

      Flora met him on the stairs, pulling her cardigan closer around her body to ward off the cool evening air.

      “What is it now?” he snapped, impatient.

      “What’s wrong? I heard you slam the door to Jude’s office.”

      Of course she had! Nothing ever escaped his aunt. After all, she’d been responsible for the management of the household, and now that Danielle had taken over that task, Flora seemed to have even more free time on her hands.

      “What do you think is wrong?” With a grunt, he motioned to the door behind her. “Everything is wrong! He’s ruling this pack as if he owned it. I hate these meetings with him where he wants suggestions from me about how to improve the businesses, and then he never implements a single one of my ideas. It’s a farce!”

      “At least you still have a real job,” Flora said. “I, on the other hand…”

      She shrugged, and he understood. But if she expected him to console her, she was talking to the wrong person.

      “This wouldn’t have happened if he’d mated with Eve!” Byron ground out.

      “And hadn’t killed Cameron and exiled your father,” she added.

      “But no, he snubs Eve and humiliates her in front of everybody. As if she’s a nobody! I can’t forgive him for that.”

      Even if he didn’t always see eye-to-eye with his sister, she didn’t deserve to be discarded like that.

      “I get it,” Flora said. “I’m sure he wouldn’t like it either if somebody did that to his sister! Then Jude would be just as pissed off. Maybe then he’d understand what he’s done.”

      Flora’s words made him snap his gaze to her.

      “He has a sister?”

      “Yes, I overheard him and Austin talking about her a while ago.”

      “I didn’t know that. You sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I believe she’ll visit at some point. Danielle mentioned something the other day.”

      “She’ll visit? Do you know when?” His mind was working overtime. Maybe there was a way of making Jude understand that he couldn’t just discard people without a thought.

      “Byron!”

      At Flora’s harsh voice, he stared at her, realizing that he’d been zoning out.

      “Don’t tell me you’re planning something. I know you, Byron. If you try to seduce Jude’s sister and then decide to publicly dump her, I’m warning you: don’t do it. It will not end well.”

      His head was spinning now with possibilities, with plans of how to deliver payback for all the things that Jude had done to him and his family. Then they would all see if Jude could take the same pain and humiliation that he’d doled out to the Gallaghers.

      “Oh, I’m sure it’ll end badly, but not for me. For him and his family. When I break his sister’s heart, then he’ll finally realize what he’s done to me. The humiliation I suffered at his hands…”

      “Are you talking about the fight? When he defeated you in wolf form? Is that what this is about?”

      The sound of a car driving up the gravel path toward the house filled the silence. Byron glanced over his shoulder and saw Owen arrive in his SUV.

      Byron turned back to Flora, growling. “It’s about all of it. About Eve, about Dad, about Cameron.”

      Flora shook her head. “It’s not.” She scoffed. “You’re sore because he beat you in a fair fight. That’s what this is about. You challenged him to a fight, thinking you were stronger than him. And you lost.”

      “How would you know what that feels like? Your life hasn’t changed. Mine has.”

      “What’s going on?” Owen asked, walking up the stairs to the entrance door, his gaze swinging from Flora to him. “Mom? Byron?”

      “Nothing is going on,” Byron replied. “As usual, your mother isn’t getting the point of what I’m trying to explain.”

      Owen narrowed his eyes, then addressed his mother, still pinning him with his gaze. “Mom, does he owe you an apology?”

      “It’s fine, Owen. Don’t worry about it,” Flora said. “I was simply trying to give Byron some well-meant advice. But you know him. He’s never been one to follow good advice.”

      She turned on her heel and pushed the entrance door open, then walked inside.

      For a moment, Owen remained standing where he was. “Anything you wanna tell me?”

      “I’m going out for a drink.”

      “Bad timing. There’s a big accident on the 101 North just before San Rafael. I’d avoid that area.”

      Byron nodded and headed for his car. Maybe it was best to avoid bars in the vicinity altogether for fear of running into somebody he knew. He needed to be alone right now to think about how to get back at Jude.

      At the main road, he followed the signs for the 101 freeway, but he didn’t take the northbound on-ramp and instead went south. San Francisco was only thirty minutes away, and it offered more anonymity. Besides, he needed a night away from home, and since he had the keys to Cameron’s flat in San Francisco, he could stay there for a night or even two. The flat was still furnished, and nobody had made a decision yet about what to do with it now that Cameron was dead. Sell it, or keep it? Real estate was always a good investment in San Francisco. It would be a shame to let go of a property that would only appreciate over time. And for once, this was a decision he and his siblings would get to make—not the new alpha.
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      Charlotte had driven all night, returned the rental car at San Francisco Airport, and then taken a taxi into the city. The motel in Cow Hollow, a trendy and popular neighborhood, was clean and relatively inexpensive. She’d slept almost the entire day, keeping her cell phone switched off so her parents wouldn’t have a way to track her. While she’d had no choice but to use her credit card for the car rental, she’d paid the taxi and the motel with cash. She needed time to think about how to proceed without her parents finding her and dragging her back.

      When her stomach growled, she went to a pizza place a block away from the motel and indulged not only in a large pizza but also an equally decadent dessert. She wasn’t worried about putting on weight. Her werewolf genes gave her a higher metabolism than that of a human, burning calories efficiently without storing any unnecessary fat. Any fashion model would be jealous of the effortlessness with which she kept her perfect figure. Obesity was practically unheard of in the werewolf community.

      Not wanting to return to the motel yet, Charlotte entered one of the many bars that lined busy Union Street. It was mid-week, and the place was rather quiet. She decided to sit at the bar and waved at the female bartender.

      “A whiskey, please,” she said while pointing to the top shelf. “The good stuff.”

      With senses sharper than those of a human and taste buds that didn’t tolerate subpar food or drink, she only drank quality alcohol. She could hold her liquor, though she didn’t like to drink to excess. Rather, she enjoyed a good glass of whiskey. After the first few sips, she felt how her body began to relax for the first time since she’d ditched her parents and hightailed it out of San Bernardino.

      It was time to figure out how to make her parents understand that she would never accept a mate that she wasn’t in love with. Clearly, reasoning with them hadn’t worked and only made her father more determined to pawn her off on a man she couldn’t stand the sight of.

      She needed help. It wasn’t a coincidence that she’d decided to head north the moment she saw the sign for the freeway. Instinctively, she’d made her way to see her brothers. If anybody could change her father’s mind and advocate on her behalf, it was Jude and Austin. Nevertheless, she’d stopped in San Francisco, less than an hour away from the Gallagher estate, where Jude was now the alpha. She needed a couple of days to get her head in order so she could make a case for herself before she faced her brothers and asked for their help.

      “How about another drink? On me.”

      Charlotte looked up. It wasn’t one of the bartenders who’d spoken to her, but a man who’d approached the bar. He wasn’t alone. Two other men were right behind him. None of them piqued her interest. They were in their thirties, decent-looking, well-dressed, yet nothing stirred in her. Besides, she didn’t like men who needed one or even two wingmen to approach a woman.

      “No, thanks, I’m good.”

      She turned her head back, lifted her almost empty glass, and drank the last sip. She tapped on the rim of the glass while motioning to the bartender. The woman nodded and reached for the whiskey bottle. As she poured the alcohol into her empty glass, the guy next to her huffed.

      “So you do want another drink after all,” he said, his voice carrying an annoyed undertone.

      She ignored him. She didn’t owe him or anybody else an explanation. Instead, she nodded at the bartender and handed her some cash.

      “Let me get you your change,” the woman said.

      “Keep it,” she said, then took a large sip from her drink.

      “So, I’m not good enough for you?” the man asked.

      From the corner of her eye, she noticed him sweep his eyes over her body, while one side of his mouth curled up in a sneer.

      “Trust me, you’re not pretty enough to reject me. You’re a five at best. I’m a ten.”

      The guy couldn’t shut up. He was starting to get on her nerves.

      “I was doing you a favor by offering to buy you a drink.”

      She turned slowly on her barstool to face him. “Then let me do you a favor in return.”

      His expression changed to one of curiosity. His two friends moved closer, too.

      “If you leave me alone, I won’t hurt you.”

      Anger washed over the idiot who thought he was God’s gift to women.

      “You heard the lady,” the bartender warned. “It’s time for you guys to leave.”

      “Bitch!” the man hissed, though it wasn’t clear whether he meant the bartender or her.

      It didn’t matter. His jaw clenched, and with another glare at her, he motioned to his friends.

      “Let’s go. This place is going downhill.”

      The three men left. Charlotte looked at the bartender.

      “Regulars?”

      “No. Boss wouldn’t tolerate guys like those on a regular basis. But we do get people like that in here from time to time.” She shrugged. “They had quite a bit to drink.”

      “Guess that explains why that guy thought he was a ten.”

      The bartender leaned in. “I think you’re the ten.”

      There was a moment of silence between them, while the pretty blonde locked eyes with her. Charlotte’s breath hitched. This woman was coming on to her. She didn’t want to upset her. After all, she’d backed her up rejecting unwanted attention.

      “Shame you’re not batting for my team,” the bartender finally said. “It’s okay. Just thought I’d give it a try.”

      Charlotte smiled back. “I’m flattered. But, you’re right, I’m not into women.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “But I’m not into guys like that either.”

      “Guys like that are the reason I’m glad I’m a lesbian.”

      Another customer waved at her.

      “Excuse me.”

      As the bartender served the new customer, Charlotte took another swig from her glass. She hadn’t met many gays or lesbians in her life. Homosexuality was a subject that wasn’t discussed much within the werewolf society. In fact, she’d never knowingly met a homosexual werewolf. She only knew of rumors that werewolves who came out as gay or lesbian were shunned by their pack. In fact, the rulebook of the Werewolf Alliance stated that homosexual werewolves could not be affiliated with the organization and would be expelled. She found this edict outdated and unfair, but then, she wasn’t the one making the rules. And right now, she wasn’t particularly happy having to live by them. Because, despite this being the 21st century, women within a werewolf pack were still ruled by the men around them: first their fathers, then their husbands. So much for independence.

      It suddenly got busier in the bar with a whole crowd of people arriving at the same time. With a wave to the bartender, she got up and headed for the door. She’d had enough to drink for one night.

      The night air was damp and cool. It was mid-March, and California had been getting warmer, but apparently, San Francisco hadn’t gotten the memo. Wisps of fog rolled over the streets and the sidewalk; headlights from the cars cut through them and parted the fog. It looked as if somebody was pushing the fog against the buildings, where it seemed to disperse.

      Ignoring the cars and the fog, she turned in the direction of her motel—and froze instantly. Three men came toward her. She recognized them: the man who wanted to buy her a drink and his two wingmen. Judging by their leader’s grim expression, they wouldn’t heed her warning. And why should they? They had no idea that she was a werewolf and therefore infinitely stronger than the three of them combined.

      Annoyance charged through her. Fighting them would mean she’d get dirty, her clothes would get stained with not only the grime of the street but also their blood. And she hadn’t packed many clothes since she was supposed to be gone for only two nights.

      “Really?” She gave one slow shake of her head. “If you get my clothes dirty, I’m gonna get really, really pissed. And you don’t want to see me pissed.”

      “You uppity bitch,” the ringleader said. “We’ll show you what happens to women who don’t show me the respect I’m due.”

      “You’ll regret this,” she replied and readied herself, glad that she was wearing boots, not heels.

      “I won’t, but you will,” he said before motioning to his two friends.

      The two men moved toward her from their respective flanks, clearly attempting to cut off her escape routes, while the jerk who couldn’t take no for an answer went for her head-on. Before he could reach her, she kicked her right leg out, landing it in his midsection, catapulting him down the sidewalk. The other two now rushed her, attacking from the sides, each of them attempting to grab her arms. She managed to push one of them against a wall, disabling him for a brief moment, but the third asshole yanked her in the other direction with such force that she lost her balance and would have fallen on her ass if somebody behind her hadn’t caught her.

      “You jerks should fight against somebody your own size,” the stranger behind her growled.

      For some reason, the sound of his voice went through her, infusing her cells with something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It was pleasant, despite the situation she found herself in. And despite the danger, the man who’d just injected himself into this uneven fight was in.

      “Run, save yourself,” she ordered the stranger, keeping her eyes on her assailants, before he put her firmly back on her feet and finally entered her field of vision.

      It took her less than a second to recognize what he was: not a human, but a werewolf in his humanoid form. His aura was unmistakable, though invisible to anybody but a preternatural creature. She didn’t get more than a glimpse at him before her three assailants were charging against both of them now. She almost felt sorry for the three humans now: they had no idea what they were dealing with.

      They came toward her and her fellow werewolf, still thinking they had a chance. One of them pulled a knife from his pocket. As if he could do much harm with a little switchblade. She went straight for the jerk with the knife, gripping his wrist and twisting it so hard that he let out a pained scream, and the knife clattered to the ground. Before he could land even one blow, she kneed him in the nuts, making him double over, crying out in pain, though this time the cry was muffled, indicating that all air had rushed out of his lungs. She gave him another shove and tossed him against a wall. When his body made a loud thud accompanied by a moan, she pivoted.

      The stranger was fighting the two humans, alternately kicking and punching them. Occasionally, the humans managed to land a blow or a kick, but the handsome werewolf didn’t even break a sweat, nor did he moan or show any sign that the hits caused him any pain. He was a sight to behold: dark hair that was longer than was the fashion, a stubble beard, and a body with muscles in all the right places, without an ounce of fat on him. A body that she wanted to touch, not to punch or kick, but to caress.

      “You planning on leaving some for me?” she asked as she sidled up to him.

      “Up to you. I can take them both if you want to sit this one out.”

      It wasn’t a boast. She could see that he could knock out the two humans easily.

      “And deprive me of the fun of pummeling these idiots? Not a chance!”

      She punched one of the humans in the throat, making him choke and tumble backwards.

      “Okay, I guess we’re done with them,” the werewolf replied and punched his opponent just as hard, making him stagger and eventually fall to the ground, moaning in pain.

      When the idiot tried to get up, her knight in shining armor gave him a playful kick. “I’d stay down, if I were you,” he said calmly. “’Cause as soon as you get up, I feel obligated to knock you down again. And I’m not sure you can take any more. Am I right?”

      A grunt was the answer.

      “That’s what I thought.” Then he looked at her. “Unless you had any last wishes?”

      Charlotte couldn’t help but smirk at his words. “I’m good.”

      “Perfect. Then how about you buy me a drink to thank me for helping you?”

      She met his gaze and held it. His eyes were deep brown, but there was a shimmer in them as if they contained flecks of gold. His scent now drifted to her, and it felt as if she was being wrapped in a cocoon. Her body responded. She knew now what she wanted.

      “I’ve had enough to drink for tonight.”

      As the words rolled over her lips, she noticed a disappointed frown appear on his face.

      “Well, that’s a shame.”

      He shrugged as if trying to show her that it didn’t matter that she’d rejected his suggestion. She took a slow step toward him, her gaze drifting from his lips to his neck, where his carotid artery pulsed.

      “Fighting always makes me horny.”

      A slow smile played around his lips, and the golden flecks in his irises seemed to multiply.

      “I can help you out with that.”

      His voice was pure velvet, promising exactly what she needed.

      “I appreciate your help. I’ll make sure you’ll be richly rewarded for helping me out.”

      He lifted his hand and brushed one finger over her lower lip. “And what would that reward encompass?”

      Charlotte parted her lips and licked his finger, meeting his intense gaze, letting her action speak for itself.

      He swallowed visibly. “My flat is two blocks away.”

      “Then let’s hope I can hold out for that long…”
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      Byron wanted to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. When he’d seen a woman defending herself against three assailants, he’d recognized instantly that she was a werewolf. It had been without question that he would come to her aid. Only when they’d defeated the three stupid humans had he been able to get a really good look at her.

      She was stunning, a real beauty with those green eyes and almost black hair. She was athletic, clearly trained in hand-to-hand combat, and every move she made was graceful. He was aware that she could have defeated her three attackers, though she might have come away with a few light injuries, nothing serious. But he was glad that his instinct to defend her had kicked in instantly.

      He took her hand and motioned to the street. “My place is this way.”

      Together, they walked swiftly. He could already feel his cock filling with blood, making his pants feel tighter at the thought of making love to this gorgeous werewolf female.

      “What’s your name?”

      Her question made him realize that he’d been silent for more than just a second. He brought her hand to his face. Her palm was soft and warm as he pressed his cheek into it.

      “Byron. Like the poet. And you?”

      “My friends call me Charlie. Like the chocolate factory,” she added with a smirk.

      “I’m sure you’re just as delectable…”

      He held her gaze and felt as if he could get lost in her eyes. He leaned in, their faces only inches from one another.

      “If we kiss now, we’re not gonna make it to a bed,” she said in a gentle tone.

      That’s when he realized that he’d stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, unaware of his surroundings. This had never happened to him before, at least not when he was sober. And tonight, he hadn’t had a drink yet.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I seem to forget myself around you. I’m not normally that… uhm, clueless, I guess.”

      “It’s because I’m in heat,” Charlie replied.

      The moment she said it, he knew she was right. How had he not instantly realized this? A werewolf female in heat gave off pheromones that were practically impossible to ignore. Like a cocoon, her scent wrapped around him, imprisoning him. And for once, it was a prison he didn’t mind.

      “Don’t worry,” she said, “I have condoms. I only want something casual. No strings attached.”

      He nodded. “That’s all I want, too.”

      Because with everything going on in the pack, he didn’t want the headache of a girlfriend, or—God forbid—a mate. All he needed was to get rid of the tension and stress in his body. A roll in the hay with a free spirit like Charlie was exactly what the doctor had ordered.

      When they reached the three-story condo building, he fumbled for his keys. He hoped she didn’t notice that he could barely keep it together, eager to make love to her. Every second felt like an eternity, as if everything was happening in slow motion. Finally, he turned the key in the lock and ushered her into the building.

      “Third floor,” he said, and followed her as she walked up the narrow staircase ahead of him.

      The way her hips swayed, and her butt muscles flexed with every step, made him nearly delirious like a man in a desert seeing an oasis in the distance. By the time they reached the top floor, his heart was racing. How he managed to unlock the door to the condo, he wasn’t quite sure. But when he finally heard the door snap in behind him, he felt relief course through his body.

      “I’d offer you a drink, but you said you had enough to drink for tonight,” he started, while sliding his arm around her waist and pulling her to him.

      Charlie molded her body to his, her soft curves cradling his hard muscles—one in particular. He slipped his hand to her ass and pressed her closer, making her feel the hard outline of his erection.

      “I don’t think either of us has the patience to have a drink right now,” she said in a seductive tone. “How about you buy me coffee tomorrow morning?”

      At her suggestion, his heart skipped a beat. Normally, he didn’t like it when the women he slept with wanted to stay the night, but with Charlie, he’d make an exception.

      “That’s a deal.”

      Before he’d even finished his sentence, Charlie’s lips were on his. Stunned, yet elated about her making the first move and taking what she wanted, he parted his lips and responded to her. She tasted of dark cherries and whiskey, of sin and lust, of independence and strength. Her lips were firm, her tongue demanding, her touch electrifying. He felt her warm hand on his nape, caressing him there, sending a pleasant shiver down his spine right into his cock.

      Fuck! He hadn’t felt like this in forever. His sexual escapades in the two and a half months since the Werewolf Alliance had taken over had been lukewarm at best, his mind too flooded with all the problems that arose as a result of the leadership change. But in this moment, with Charlie in his arms, reveling in her embrace, he didn’t care what was happening to his pack. All he cared about was making love to this woman.

      Impatient to touch her naked skin, he shoved her jacket down her arms. She helped him free herself of it before she did the same to him. His jacket landed on the floor, while he deepened the kiss, angling his head for a closer connection. Charlie wore a figure-hugging top, and he swept his hands over her torso, touching her through the thick cloth
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Werewolf Alliance Cast of Characters

Werewolf Alliance Members

Jude Beaumont (New alpha)
Danielle Beaumont (Jude’s mate)
Austin Beaumont (Jude’s brother)
Mason “Storm” Beaumont (Jude’s cousin)
Charlotte Beaumont (Jude’s sister)
Francisco Ramirez

Wendell Loveland (and his cat Kitty)
Grant Decker

Parker Monroe

Ransom Howe

Maggic Beaumont (Jude’s mother)
James Beaumont (Jude’s father)

Vince (WA Tattoo artist)

Gallagher Pack Members

Byron Gallagher (William’s son)
Thaddeus Gallagher (William’s son)
Eve Gallagher (William’s daughter)
Flora Gallagher (Byron’s aunt)
Violet Gallagher (Flora’s daughter)
Owen Gallagher (Flora’s son)
Spencer Gallagher (Flora’s son)
Chase Crowley

Heath Burke

Priscilla Burke (Heath’s sister)

Leon Pack Members

Bruno Leon (Alpha)

Steve Leon (Alpha’s son)

Hector Leon (Alpha’s brother)
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